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In response to the global ﬁnancial crisis, social policies in
Europe and elsewhere incorporated a logic of social
investment to reduce (child) poverty and social inequality.
Several critiques, however, have been raised against the
narrowness of this discourse. In order to introduce another
way of seeing, an interview study was conducted inspired by
the interpretative paradigm of lifeworld orientation. This has
allowed us to acquire a critical, in-depth understanding of the
consequences of economic downturn and unemployment for
families with young children (0–3 years old), from their point
of view. Findings highlight the importance of listening to
parents here and now, in order to be able to take account of
their concrete, lived realities within the context of the broader
society and critically assess these realities according to
principles of human dignity and social justice. Implications
for social work practice are discussed.
The global ﬁnancial crisis that erupted in 2008 had,
and still has, serious consequences for economic
growth and unemployment levels worldwide (Crettaz,
2015; Hanan, 2012; Hujo & Gaia, 2011; Karanikolos
et al., 2013; OECD, 2014). Together with other pre-
vious and ongoing profound demographic, social and
economic changes since the 1980s, scholars have
observed the emergence of a neoliberal social invest-
ment paradigm in several European welfare states
(Anthony, King, & Austin, 2011; Cantillon, 1999;
Dwyer, 2004; Gray, 2014; Hujo & Gaia, 2011;
Lorenz, 2016; Schiettecat, Roets, & Vandenbroeck,
2015). Within this paradigm, human capital invest-
ment strategies and the objective of full labour mar-
ket participation are considered as ways to ensure
social justice and economic efﬁciency, rather than
focussing on social protection and the redistribution
of resources and power (Hanan, 2012; Pentaraki,
2016; van Hooren, Kaasch, & Starke, 2014). In other
words, to reduce social inequality, the idea is that
opportunities, instead of outcomes, must be equalised
(Lister, 2003; Morabito & Vandenbroeck, 2014;
Pintelon, Cantillon, Van den Bosch, & Whelan,
2013). In addition, as can be observed in the recent
Eurofound report called ‘Quality of life in Europe:
Families in the economic crisis’ (2014, p. 7), an
explicit link is made between economic downturn
and the investment in families and children at risk of
poverty:
The economic crisis has led to a deterioration of
living and working conditions in many Member
States and has increased inequalities between
countries and groups of people. Those already
vulnerable are at increased risk of poverty and
social exclusion. Growing inequality is also
apparent between families: whether a child lives in
poverty depends, in part, on the type of family in
which it grows up. It is against this background
that the EU’s Social Investment Package calls for
Member States to focus on simple, targeted, and
conditional social investment.
In this view, a range of parent support services,
activation and high-quality early childhood education
and care (ECEC) services are believed to play a crucial
role in levelling the playing ﬁeld, according to interna-
tional policy organisations (European Commission,
2013; Mahon, 2010; OECD, 2012). Although this
social investment paradigm has been implemented in
a diversity of European welfare states in diverse and
heterogeneous ways (see e.g., Ostner & Schmitt,
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2008), several critiques have nonetheless been raised
against it. It is argued that social investment strat-
egies appear as the only way of seeing (Lorenz,
2016), and therefore, the rather dominant, neoliberal
problem constructions and interventions about
parenthood in times of economic downturn should
be challenged (De Mey, Coussee, Vandenbroeck, &
Bouverne-De Bie, 2009; Ramaekers & Suissa, 2012).
In this vein, Gray (2014, pp. 1751–1752) asserted
that, ‘while social investment promises to build
human and social capital to make people full contrib-
utors to the economy (. . .), “investing in children”
and developing “responsible parents” have become
core features of the political landscape’. Critical voi-
ces thus plea for caution since the practice of parent-
ing risks being seen independently from the broader
social, economic and political circumstances in which
parents live, work and raise their children (Clarke,
2006; Featherstone, 2006; Lister, 2003; Mitchell &
Campbell, 2011), and the inherently complex, uncer-
tain and ambiguous nature of social problems risks
being overlooked (Lorenz, 2008; Parton, 2014;
Schiettecat, Roets, & Vandenbroeck, 2016). More-
over, as stated in a recent article in the International
Journal of Social Welfare (Hujo & Gaia, 2011,
p. 230), ‘we observe increasing inequalities in and
between countries, (. . .) and an increase in precarious
and informal employment’, due to the dominance of
neoliberal growth models in policy responses.
To contribute to this debate, this article introduces
another way of seeing, inspired by the interpretative
paradigm of lifeworld orientation, to generate a criti-
cal, in-depth understanding of the consequences of
economic downturn and unemployment according to
families with young children (0–3 years old), of
whom at least one parent had become unemployed
and/or has had a hard time ﬁnding a job due to the
economic downturn. In the next section, we elaborate
ﬁrst on this paradigm.
Lifeworld orientation
The theoretical framework of lifeworld orientation
allows for the understanding of the complex relation
between the private and the public, or everyday life
and the system (Wright, 1959), through an ‘under-
standing of the everyday with reference to its obsti-
nacy, its alienation, its self-assertion and its
aspirations’ (Grunwald & Thiersch, 2009, p. 132). By
gaining insight into the ways parents differentially
experience and make meaning of changing economic
contexts in relation to parenthood, as well as how
they experience the ways in which social services
(may) support them, it is possible to identify
‘political processes, issues of injustice, and equality’
(Lorenz, 2008, p. 639), which in turn allows for
critically challenging taken-for-granted problem con-
structions and interventions (Grunwald & Thiersch,
2009). According to Grunwald and Thiersch (2009,
pp. 136–137), while reconstructing the lifeworld,
. . . it can always be asked whether things have to
be as they are, whether they could not be
different. People are driven by a hunger, (. . .) for
sufﬁcient resources, creative freedom, acceptance,
and meaning (. . .). It is exactly these alternatives
that are needed.
Engaging in lifeworld orientation as a critical
approach is therefore inherently linked with a social
justice project (Roets, Roose, & Bouverne-De Bie,
2013). In that vein, it focuses on the individual’s
lifeworld in its interactional context, and explores
dynamic, complex and interpretable ways in which
material, social and cultural resources as well as dis-
courses are viewed as constraints, opportunities and
limitations for human subjects. As such, parents’
lived and contextualised experiences are taken as
reference points and analysed according to princi-
ples of human dignity and social justice, in search
of other ways of seeing and in search of how a
more equal possibility to lead a life in which they




An interview study (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Kvale,
1996) was conducted in Limburg, one of the provin-
ces in the Flemish Region of Belgium, which, by the
end of 2014, was severely hit by economic downturn
due to the closure of several ﬁrms, including one of
the main important car factories, Ford Genk and suppli-
ers, which accounted for a loss of approximately 8,200
jobs in Limburg and 12,000 in Flanders (including
other ﬁrms as well) (Peeters & Vancauteren, 2013).
Limburg, in particular, is a very relevant case study in
relation to the international trends, because for the ﬁrst
time the ﬁght against child poverty through integrated
ECEC services has been included and seen as an
important framework condition in their general policy
to restore the social and economic climate of the Prov-
ince (Vlaamse Regering, 2013).
We selected three municipalities/cities (Bilzen,
Genk and Maasmechelen) in Limburg, with the high-
est level of redundancies due to the closure of Ford
Genk and its suppliers (VDAB, 2014), in combination
with the highest level of child deprivation, according
to the child deprivation index of the Flemish govern-
ment agency responsible for preventative health and
childcare Kind & Gezin (Child and Family). The child
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deprivation index is based on six life domains:
monthly family income, parents’ education, level of
child stimulation, parents’ work situation, housing and
health. When a family is deprived on three or more
criteria, one speaks of a family living in poverty (Kind
& Gezin [Child and Family], 2014a).
The study is part of a broader research project that
is examining the consequences of economic downturn
and unemployment in Limburg from different per-
spectives, in order to better understand processes of
inclusion and exclusion in services for families with
young children in times of crisis.
Capturing life worlds of parents experiencing
unemployment
Previous research indicates that there is little knowl-
edge about the (diverse) everyday lived and contex-
tualised experiences of parents (Schiettecat et al.,
2015, 2016). This is also a concern in research on
parents experiencing unemployment (Dyson, Gorin,
Hooper, & Cabral, 2008). If the perspectives and
lived experiences of parents (i.e., mothers) in general
are taken into account, they are often ignored or not
understood by professionals (Humbert & Roberts,
2009). Moreover, the existing research on the impact
of economic downturn on parents is often research
on parents, looking at the psychological and individ-
ual dimensions of unemployment (Brand, 2015; Cole,
2007; Goldberg, 2012; Strandh, 2001; Strier, 2013).
To avoid selection bias, the parents in this study
were recruited through the infant consultation
schemes of Kind & Gezin, as previous research indi-
cated that this social service reaches 92.4% of parents
in Flanders and 96% in Limburg, including ethnic
minorities, single parents, parents in poverty
and even parents without legal papers (Bradt,
Vandenbroeck, Lammertyn, & Bouverne-De Bie,
2015; Kind & Gezin [Child and Family], 2014b).
Parents were recruited and selected purposefully. The
inclusion criteria were: living in one of the three
selected municipalities, having at least one child
under 3 years of age, having experienced involuntary
unemployment and/or having a hard time ﬁnding a
job in the last 2 years, and being willing to partici-
pate. Within that group, we sought maximum diver-
sity rather than representativity. This was based on
criteria that might inﬂuence parents’ perspectives
regarding support services in Flanders: socio-
economic status (deﬁned as mothers’ educational
level), origin (deﬁned as the nationality of one’s
parents at birth), family composition (number of
adults in the household), birth order of the child (ﬁrst
child or not) and municipality (Vandenbroeck,
Bouverne-De Bie, Bradt, & Crampe, 2010).
Therefore, a quantitative analysis of user proﬁles pre-
ceded the deﬁnite selection of parents.
Eventually, 47 parents with young children ﬁlled out
a questionnaire. Within this sample, 14 in-depth inter-
views were conducted until data saturation was reached
(Fusch & Ness, 2015). Rather than sample size, this
was obtained by making use of an appropriate research
study design and data collection method. As mentioned
above, the ﬁrst included a mixed-method design
through the combination of quantitative and qualitative
data. The latter included the use of interviews, preceded
by a recruitment phase that aimed to avoid selection
bias and strived for diversity. In so doing, this resulted
in what is called ‘rich’ (i.e., quality) and ‘thick’ (i.e.,
quantity) data (Fusch & Ness, 2015, p. 1409). Inter-
views were semi-structured. They were based on previ-
ous research on the consequences of unemployment,
but they also left room for topics that concerned the
families involved. Parents were free to participate alone
or together with their partner. As such, we interviewed
eight mothers, three fathers and three couples. Most
parents were born in Belgium, but only one family was
of Belgian origin (the nationality of one’s parents at
birth). The others had origins in The Netherlands,
Morocco, Turkey and Italy. Four interviews took place
in Bilzen, ﬁve in Maasmechelen and ﬁve in Genk.
Parents were informed orally, agreed to have the inter-
view recorded and participated voluntarily. The inter-
views lasted between 11=2 and 3 hours, and took place
in a location that was chosen by the participants them-
selves, such as the parents’ home (11) or a pub (3).
The respondents’ names were changed to guarantee
anonymity (see Appendix).
A directed approach to qualitative content analysis
All interviews were transcribed verbatim, thematically
labelled and axially coded. Data were analysed by
engaging in a direct approach to qualitative content
analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This implies that
the coding is based on our theoretical framework of
lifeworld orientation (see Grunwald & Thiersch, 2009;
H€amal€ainen, 2003; Lorenz, 2008; Roets et al., 2013),
but also includes newly emerging themes that are
inductively identiﬁed. Empirically based feedback loops
allowed us to sustain, question or expand the data and
the theoretical frame of reference (Mayring, 2000).
In the next section, we report the ﬁndings in terms
of three selected themes. First, we elaborate on
parents’ experiences of parenthood in relation to eco-
nomic downturn and unemployment, which is cap-
tured by the theme meaningful parent(hood). Second,
we relate those experiences with the conditions under
which they (have to) live, work and raise their
children, deﬁned as circumstances. Last, we elaborate
on parents’ parenting experiences and circumstances
Families in times of economic downturn
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related to support resources, which corresponds with
the theme of the (ab)sense of support.
Results
Meaningful parent(hood)
Job loss turned most of the parents’ lives upside
down, especially when they always used to have a
job. Notwithstanding some negative experiences asso-
ciated with being in paid labour, such as ‘being
treated as a number’ (Father2, personal communi-
cation, October 26, 2015), or the work being ‘boring’
(Mother8, personal communication, November 12,
2015) or ‘physically exhausting’ (Mother3, personal
communication, October 27, 2015), the negative con-
sequences of losing a job predominated. Unemploy-
ment was experienced as a multiple stress situation,
implying several difﬁculties in different life domains,
such as ﬁnancial difﬁculties, social difﬁculties (e.g.,
concerning networks, relationships, children) and psy-
chological difﬁculties (e.g. time structure).
The problem is actually. . .well you lose your job,
which gives you ﬁnancial pressure and this ﬁnancial
pressure puts pressure on your relationship and this
. . . Yes, everything is linked in a family and I also
noticed that H. [child] suffered from it . . ..
(Father2, personal communication, October 26,
2015; made redundant while having a mortgage to
pay)
This corresponds with earlier research on unem-
ployment in general (Crettaz, 2015; Elder, Conger,
Foster, & Ardelt, 1992; Engbergsen & Van der Veen,
1987; Leinonen, Solantaus, & Punam€aki, 2002).
The aspiration to work. All interviewed parents
reported a clear aspiration to obtain a new job.
Aspiring for a new job, however, in addition to the
ﬁnancial advantage, predominantly had to do with the
meaning a job has for parents. Among our respondents,
this included ‘having a job that contributes something
to society’ (Mother13, personal communication,
December 3, 2015), ‘just having fun’ (Mother1, per-
sonal communication, October 26, 2015) or:
[. . .] meeting other adult people and having a
time-out. Going to work means having a time-out,
being socially involved with older people, with
other people, with your work. . . Your head. . .this
[situation at home] is totally gone . . .. (Mother5,
personal communication, October 28, 2015;
experienced a divorce, lost her job, and was a
single mother for a while)
Having a job is considered by the respondents as some-
thing positive for the children as well because when
children see their parents working, it stimulates them to
want to work when they grow up. Moreover, the parents
stated that they felt happier, spent more qualitative time
with their children, and regarded themselves as being bet-
ter mothers, by beingmore than just a mother.
I think that only taking care of him or playing can
sometimes be just very boring. If I can do
something in which I can use my creativity, it
makes me happy and I think that I emit that
feeling towards him [child]. In a way, I also want
him to be proud of who I am and what I do. That
I can be a role model for him . . .. (Mother13,
personal communication, December 3, 2015;
dreams of having her own company)
The aspiration to raise children. Beside the aspira-
tion to work, for their own sake was well as for their
children’s wellbeing, the parents in the study held a
strong aspiration to raise their children in a good way,
too. What was considered as good differed from one
parent to another, yet all the interviewed parents wanted
to give their children important tools to participate in
society, such as going to school, reading, speaking
Dutch and teaching them certain norms, values and dis-
cipline. According to the interviewed parents, however,
raising children in a good way also included taking care
of them by being there. In this view, parents experi-
enced tension between their aspiration to work and their
aspiration to raise their children, which sometimes
meant that unemployment, paradoxically, was experi-
enced as a condition of being able to be there.
That. . . if something is wrong with him [child], that I
can stay at home, without feeling guilty that he is
sick. Or like tomorrow, there is a party for
grandparents at school where I can just go to, which
wouldn’t have been possible when I had a job.
(Mother13, personal communication, December 3,
2015; single mother and unemployed)
This is not always easy, as Mother4 (personal
communication, October 27, 2015) states: ‘. . .but the
disadvantage is that you sometimes really become
crazy by sitting here all the time between those four
walls’. Several of the parents have been struggling to
puzzle together (i.e., combine) both aspirations and
have sometimes felt guilty at being unable to do so.
Any success in this endeavour also depended on sys-
temic circumstances.
Circumstances
The parents often mentioned systemic circumstances
over which they had no control, but which seemed to
play an important role in the way they experienced
Geinger et al.
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unemployment. These include the economic down-
turn which caused a decrease in the number of jobs,
the dismantling of the primary and secondary sectors
in Belgium in favour of the knowledge economy and
the type of welfare regime.
In Turkey, they do not have child beneﬁts, which
they pay you here every month, and neither do
they have unemployment beneﬁts. Life is very
different there. (Mother1, personal com-
munication, October 26, 2015; born in Belgium,
but of Turkish origin)
Some circumstances have helped the parents in
their search for a new job or in their attempt to com-
bine both aspirations, while others have hindered
them. Especially when things happened unexpectedly,
such as being called to go to work as part of being in
a ﬂexible and often temporary work regime or the
sudden loss of informal childcare, parents were hin-
dered and expressed a feeling of being stuck. Often,
the uncertainty and unpredictability that have become
a part of their lives were in conﬂict with various sys-
temic rules and regulations, for instance the capacity
to plan in advance for childcare.
And then, suddenly, he got the job and he had to
work the day after. And then we had a problem,
because he used to be the day care for our child.
(Mother14, personal communication, December
12, 2015; living in Maasmechelen)
A shared responsibility? Social welfare states are
characterised by a shared responsibility between
the private sphere (individuals and families) and the
public sphere (government) to raise children
(Vandenbroeck & Van Lancker, 2014). This means that
to fulﬁl this responsibility, the state has to provide the
necessary conditions (e.g., universal basic services).
Our results indicate, however, that, notwithstanding the
systemic nature of circumstances, the respondents often
had the feeling that it was up to them alone to ﬁnd solu-
tions and ways to cope. As Mother14 remarks:
On Friday, they [child-minders] only work until 5
PM, and on Wednesday, they only work for half a
day, so it was impossible to ﬁnd someone who was
available, who worked from 7 AM until 7 PM or
who just could take care of children every day of the
week. (Mother14, personal communication,
December 12, 2015; living in Maasmechelen and
telling about her search for full-time day care when
her husband had also found a job)
This was also observed according to what are gener-
ally considered to be broader societal norms, such as
being active and various gender and cultural issues,
which were turned upside down due to job loss.
They said ‘Oh my God, what are you doing?’ [And I
said] ‘This is how it is, you can’t do anything about
it’. [And they said] ‘Yes, but a woman has to stay at
home with her child’! (Mother5, personal
communication, October 28, 2015; about her time
being a working, single mother of Turkish origin)
This, however, can have repercussions for one’s
wellbeing, as Mother4, for instance, expresses.
Since she could not ﬁnd full-time day care in her
municipality, she applied for a job that she dislikes in
order to be able to work and care for her children.
This made her feel as if she does not count anymore.
I would most prefer to do another job because I
know, well once I was a manager . . . I can do
more than being a cleaning lady and it makes me
feel as if I mean nothing. . . as a mother I don’t
count anymore. (Mother4, personal com-
munication, October 27, 2015; living in Maasme-
chelen and working part-time now)
When circumstances turned out positive on an
individual level, parents talked in terms of being
lucky. For Mother7 (personal communication,
November 11, 2015) and Mother9 (personal com-
munication, November 12, 2015), for instance, the
unemployment of the husband was experienced as a
welcome ‘gift’ since it took place at the time they
became parents for the ﬁrst time. Father2 (personal
communication, October 26, 2015) ‘luckily’ had a
degree in a rare profession, which allowed him to
ﬁnd a new job relatively quickly. From a lifeworld-
oriented perspective however, it is important to keep
in mind that parents’ personal experiences are always
related and intertwined with public issues or systemic
forces, which might not always contribute to human
dignity and social justice (Wright, 1959).
What mattered considerably in the effort to combine
the aspiration to work and the aspiration to raise one’s
children, and/or in order to cope with unexpected sys-
temic circumstances, was the kind of formal and/or
informal support, which is discussed below.
The (ab)sense of support
All interviewed parents made use of support resources
in one way or another. These resources were of an
informal nature, offered by one’s partner, friends,
family or colleagues, and/or were of a formal nature.
The latter consists of several social services
(e.g., childcare, education, healthcare, unemployment
guidance) that are universally available for citizens in
Families in times of economic downturn
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Western welfare states. Support for the respondents
ranged from informative support, to practical support,
to emotional support. This aligns with previous
research (Cheng, 2007; Geens & Vandenbroeck, 2012).
Our ﬁndings indicate that the support the respondents
received was conditional as to quantity, nature and
quality.
Support if. . . Regarding informal support, almost
all the respondents fell back on their partner, their
own parents, or relatives. They were offered support
in raising their children (e.g., day care, emotional
support, advice), as well as support in broader con-
texts, such as unemployment (e.g., access to a new
job, ﬁnancial support), or housing (e.g., moving in
with parents). For Mother6, however, invoking her
parents help with day care was not an option because
her parents live in Morocco. In addition, Mother4
stopped invoking her parents help in day care
because she felt they were taking over her role as
mother and interfering in the children’s education.
This conﬁrms that informal support is not always
experienced as a good or positive thing (Geens &
Vandenbroeck, 2012)
Friends or relatives were also considered support-
ive as they allow parents to take a break in their role
as parent. This depended, however, on their work sit-
uation (e.g., having regular hours, having a job or
not) and their circumstances (e.g., having children
themselves or not). Most of the time however, taking
a break from the parental role costs money, which
was experienced by several parents as a social barrier
in times of unemployment.
We had to quit his swimming lessons while the
others kept on doing it, or athletics or whatever.
They [other parents] have something in common
with each other, but we have nothing in common
with them. (Mother4, personal communication,
October 27, 2015; experiencing ﬁnancial
difﬁculties at the time when she and her husband
lost their jobs while having three children and a
mortgage to pay)
Occasional contact with people to whom the
parents were not intimately related, such as neigh-
bours, colleagues or strangers passing-by, was con-
sidered important as well. These contacts made
parents feel that they belonged, but also to feel in
limbo if they lost the contacts due to job loss.
Now what? You lose your friends [colleagues],
you lose your second father [boss]. My boss was
like a second father for me, really, he did more
for me than my own father. (Mother8, personal
communication, November 12, 2015; made
redundant after 7 years)
Formal support resources also matter, especially for
those parents who could invoke only little support from
people with whom they have a close relationship.
Mother13, for instance, is a single mother who regrets
the loss of social contacts due to unemployment. She
has found a parent support group for lone mothers
where she can bring her child as they provide childcare.
The combination of this type of material and immaterial
support has made her visits to the group meaningful
and supportive. This was also the case for formal day
care. On the one hand, it is considered supportive since
it offers an opportunity for parents to be able to ﬁnd/
keep a job. Moreover, it is not only a place where they
look after your child, it is also a place where they show
your child affection, and where they stimulate child-
ren’s cognitive and social development by, for instance,
learning to play with others, learning Dutch and learn-
ing certain norms and values. Sometimes this is more
than a parent is able to do or offer.
If my son is surrounded by other Dutch-speaking
children, then maybe he will become smart. He will
learn to play with blocks, she [day care personnel]
can play with the children, read books instead of us,
because we don’t always have the time so sometimes
we put him in his maxi-cosi or in front of the
television (Father11, personal communication,
November 16, 2015; three children, sick wife and
made redundant after 15 years).
Day care is very important for me. I really believe
in it. Children learn to be social, learn to share,
learn to catch bacteria [childhood illnesses].
Children learn to be patient [. . .], toys every-
where. I don’t want my home to be a playground,
so it’s good that it is there (Mother8, personal
communication, November 12, 2015; living in an
apartment in Bilzen).
On the other hand, the parents have often felt reluc-
tant to make use of formal day care. Some have experi-
enced it as expensive (Father3, Mother3, 4),
especially when one does not have a job (even though
they make use of formal childcare provisions, which
are charged in accordance with parents’ income). Some
just want to take care of their children themselves
(Father2, Mother6). Some do not trust strangers to
take care of their children and prefer close relatives
instead (Mothers9, 5, 1).
Mother5, however, has made use of formal day
care with her second child, while previously she was
anxious about it. She realised that making use of for-
mal day care was the only way to move forward.
Apart from having had time to think about it, several
other little things made her gain trust, such as posi-
tive blogs on the Internet, being welcome in the day
care centre, and being able to go there together with
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her child to become accustomed to it, something
which she calls ‘coddle days’.
One, it is only one street away from me. Two, the
fact that I heard really good reviews from other
people, through research. And also the fact that I
went there and that they reassured me by telling
me how things go there. [. . .] It is also a
completely renovated place, it is much bigger
now. [. . .] And I’m very happy that I made the
decision (Mother5, personal communication,
October 28, 2015; having her second child, at the
time she had made up with her ex-husband).
For Mother8, the fact that she saw happy staff
made the difference.
There were two ladies, aunts actually, who were
preparing fruit for the children and they were
singing while making it. The kitchen is one where
you can see through and we saw them singing! And
then I thought, if staff is happy, then children will
be happy too (Mother8, personal communication,
November 12, 2015; about her search for day care).
The parents also mentioned several other formal
public services from which they sought support.
Their experiences, positive or negative, depended on
the extent to which those services did or did not take
their current life situation into account, had or did
not have any derogatory reactions, did or did not
made mistakes or apply unfamiliar rules.
We didn’t get any help from anybody; for instance,
I wanted to apply for VDAB [the Flemish public
employment service] training but then they told me
that I could not make use of the free training
vouchers because those were reserved for working
people (Mother4, personal communication,
October 27, 2015; when she was unemployed).
Lastly, our ﬁndings indicate that the boundary
between formal and informal support is not very
strict, nor is it a question of private or public affairs.
For some parents, formal social services have played
a role in their informal network. Father2, for
instance, kept contact with his outplacement mentor
afterwards. She was very helpful, not only by giving
employment guidance, but mainly by listening to him
about what he has been going through. The same
was true for Mother5 (personal communication,
October 28, 2015), who went to the Flemish public
employment service to ﬁnd a job, but ‘luckily’ came
into contact with a social worker who, just by listen-
ing, helped the mother to ‘clear her head’. Mother8
comments that she feels supported by the small talk
she has with other mothers in the day care centre.
And in the hallway when you want to collect his
jacket and his bag, you sometimes hear them
saying ‘This week he has this, did you experience
that, too?’ It is something that gives you a lot of
conﬁdence, yes, in the hallways, by having very
short one-minute meetings. (Mother8, personal
communication, November 12, 2015; making use
of a formal day care centre)
The sense of support. Our ﬁndings indicate that
one’s surrounding circumstances and the availability
of qualitative support do matter when parents sud-
denly lose their job. Both do make a difference in
terms of the pathways parents can see (and follow)
towards their aspirations. Although the parents in the
study looked towards the future in a more cautious
way when they became unemployed, they kept look-
ing to the future, especially their children’s future.
During the interviews, it became clear that every-
thing – circumstances, support, working conditions,
personal wellbeing, educational possibilities, aspira-
tions, neighbourhood – is linked to each other. When
something changes in one domain, it has consequen-
ces for the other domains as well. For Mother13,
for instance, ﬂexible day care has made it possible
for her to search for a job, but also to have some
time for herself, which in turn makes her feel good
and which, in her view, is reﬂected onto her child.
I was allowed to bring him to day care full-time,
even though I was unemployed. In the beginning, he
only went three days in the week and then I got the
job so I needed him to go full-time. And luckily that
was possible, because that is not always a given
(Mother13, personal communication, December 3,
2015; made use of formal family day care).
Several of the respondents remarked that they felt
supported especially when professionals show a will-
ingness to circumvent the rules a little in the parents’
favour.
His [child] speech therapist managed to deceive
the agency. . .with a letter from the paediatrician.
She made sure that we were eligible for ﬁnancial
assistance. Otherwise, we had to pay for it
[speech therapy] ourselves (Mother4, personal
communication, October 27, 2015; when both
parents were unemployed).
The absence of support. When there seemed to be no
way forward, the parents in the study tended to look for
alternatives and develop strategies that would help
Families in times of economic downturn
Int J Soc Welfare 2017: 00: 00–00
VC 2017 The Author(s). International Journal of Social WelfareVC 2017 International Journal of Social Welfare and John Wiley & Sons Ltd 7
them cope. These included cutting down on recreational
activities that cost money (Mother4, Father2), buy-
ing groceries cheaper from another country (Mother3,
Father3) or working illegally (Father12, Mother1).
Also, with regard to children, strategies were sought. In
this vein, several of the respondents regarded the avail-
ability of universally accessible public services, such as
a playground, a swimming pool or a library, as a wel-
come support resource.
Nothing, I had completely nothing and continually
tried to do crazy stuff with my daughter, like for
instance jumping on the bed or on the couch. It is
my fault if my daughter does that now, but I didn’t
have the money to afford luxuries, for instance
going to an indoor playground. At school you
hear, ‘oh mommy, are we going too?’. ‘Ok, ﬁne’ I
said, but then I went to a park. [. . .] I said,
‘come, we go to the park of the pirates!’ and oh
she was really happy. I couldn’t bring her to an
indoor playground. That costs money and going
outdoors doesn’t. You realise that you can better
use those 50 euros for buying milk, fruit, and
vegetables, so they [children] are safe for a whole
week. (Mother5, personal communication,
October 28, 2015; at the time she was divorced)
Discussion
This study has looked at the contextualised experien-
ces of families with young children (0–3 years old),
of whom at least one parent had become involuntarily
unemployed and/or had difﬁculty ﬁnding a job due to
the economic downturn. Our study is limited in sev-
eral ways. First, its cross-sectional nature does not
allow us to make any statement about patterns or
causes. Nor does it account for the fact that people’s
lives are dynamic. Second, our ﬁndings cannot be
generalised due to the study’s qualitative stance.
Rather than the pursuit of representativity, we aimed
to disclose a variety of contextualised perspectives,
meanings and experiences. Third, due to the research
scope, we did not include parents of teenagers, even
though this is also an important dimension.
Despite these limitations, we have a number of
interesting ﬁndings that could enrich the existing
usual or taken-for-granted problem constructions and
interventions about parenthood in times of economic
downturn, which in turn has some important implica-
tions for social work practice. By listening to parents’
stories, we were able to see that unemployment is
experienced in a heterogeneous way. Unemployment
indeed leads to ﬁnancial difﬁculties, social difﬁculties
(e.g., with networks, relationships, children) and
psychological difﬁculties (e.g., time structure), as
indicated by previous research, but this is not neces-
sarily always the case. The extent to which unem-
ployment disrupts one’s life has much to do with
systemic circumstances that impact on parents in dif-
ferent ways. Moreover, being hindered on one life
domain has consequences for other life domains as
well. Concerning social work practice, our ﬁndings
indicate that there is something to say for the current
interest in greater collaboration between the services
and that services should take a broader perspective
into account if they are to support families in leading
a life with human dignity, one in which they can
ﬂourish (Hujo & Gaia, 2011).
The parents in this study aspire to and value a
working parenthood (Dean, 2001), even though they
experience(d) involuntary job loss and/or have had
difﬁculty ﬁnding a job. However, their motivation to
pursue a working parenthood has to do with the
meaning a job has for them and the nature of work.
Concerning social work practice, this might suggest
that job loss is about more than being excluded from
the labour market, and the view that a return to any
kind of paid labour would solve the problem might
not sufﬁce (Atkinson & Hills, 1998; Gowan, 2014).
What matters in the experience of unemployment
is the type of (in)formal support parents do or do not
receive. A sense of unpredictability and uncertainty
could be noted in the lives of the parents in the
study, which at times was in conﬂict with the way
the social services usually offer support. This seems
to be the case particularly when it concerned the
combination of the aspiration to work and the aspira-
tion to raise one’s children. Instead of ﬂexible social
services, parents were confronted with a number of
barriers, such as waiting lists, nonﬂexible hours and
ﬁnancial worries in connection with formal childcare.
The respondents also had different experiences of for-
mal support resources. Some services managed to
look at parents from a broad perspective, while others
did not. Some could make use of ﬂexible day care,
while others could not. It thus seems that the type of
support one can turn to varies from one city, munici-
pality or neighbourhood to the next. Moreover, when
confronted with unemployment, in the parents’ view,
services that combine immaterial and material support
are highly supportive. These ﬁndings may contribute
to a better understanding and more appropriate provi-
sion of social support in social work practice.
To conclude, our results indicate that parents who
are living in uncertainty or who are experiencing
unpredictability are concerned with the situation here
and now in order to be able to look to the future.
What matters is not so much what parenthood should
be as an ideal norm, but rather what it is possible to
be in a given situation. This means that parenthood,
circumstances and resources cannot be separated
Geinger et al.
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from each other, but are instead inherently interwo-
ven. In this view, listening to parents, from a
lifeworld-oriented perspective, is crucial for social
work practice if it is to be supportive. Not only does
it allow taking account of people’s contextualised and
lived realities and experiences, but it also allows crit-
ically assessing these realities according to principles
of human dignity and social justice (Grunwald &
Thiersch, 2009; Roets et al., 2013; Wright, 1959).
Such a commitment would in turn contribute to a
more democratic policy and practice, in that having
multiple ways of seeing allows social workers to
engage in a public debate about taken-for-granted
problem constructions and interventions and to
develop strategies to support families that are
experiencing the economic crisis (Dominelli, 1999;
Grunwald & Thiersch, 2009; Lorenz, 2008).
For further research, it would be of interest to
examine the kinds of social work services we have
today, knowing that, on the one hand, social work
professionals might be confronted with a social
investment discourse, but that, on the other hand,
they might also be confronted with more uncertainty
and unpredictability, as our ﬁndings indicate. Is there
a place for parents’ meaning-making where also their
childrearing conditions and circumstances are taken
into account when providing support? Or is support
provided based mainly on external efﬁciency criteria?
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